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" This is your compressed air," he said (why do engineers
always use the second person singular when explaining their
mysterious charges?), " in this bottle here." He pointed to
a long green iron cylinder with a gauge beside the engine.
I was to know it well before long, that bottle filled with my
compressed air. " You heat up the bulbs with the blow-
lamps and when youVe got the right amount of heat your
compressed air blows the oil fuel into your cylinders through
these little sprays called e atomisers V* And so on. The
longer the explanation of these intricacies went on the more
astonished I became at the faith of man, not in God but in
himself and his own inventions. For we were to trust our-
selves, so it seemed, upon a perilous and reef-fringed coast to
what was nothing more than a mass of interlocking and
dependent contrivances. Each one might at any moment
go wrong. If one went wrong they would all automatically
go wrong also and the whole thing would become in that
instant a mere meaningless jumble of metal shapes. " Good
God! " I said, when the explanation was finished. I saw
before me a crouching beast, silent, inert, asleep but full of
menace and the potentialities of disaster under its wooden
housing amidships.
The observation camp at Esther Harbour, King George
Island, was deserted. It was only too obvious from its
derelict appearance that no one had been there for some
days and there was about it the forlorn desolation of an
abandoned dwelling. The place which the missing party
had chosen for their camp was not a very good one. For one
thing there was no fresh water anywhere near it. The two
tents had been pitched on a sand and shingle beach, littered
with old drift-wood, not very far from the high-tide mark.
A dingy line of rotting seaweed wound past Athena along the
foreshore and the surf continually reached out inquisitive
arms towards them. From the beach a snow slope climbed
steeply up to the summit of a low cliff along the crest of which